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Communication and Relationship Satisfaction
Communication patterns, particularly those surrounding how conflict is handled, can be indicative of couple satisfaction with the relationship (Heavey, Larson, Zumtobel & Christiansen, 1996) . Numerous studies have found relationships between how conflict is handled and the level of satisfaction with the relationship. Kurdek (1994) reported that frequent conflict about power and intimacy was more indicative of relationship satisfaction levels than any of the other studied content areas (i.e., social issues, personal flaws, distrust, personal distance). Gottman and Krokoff (1989) found that while some conflicts resulted in reduced satisfaction at the time of the altercation it did not necessarily equate to overall dissatisfaction with the relationship (Smith, Heaven & Ciarrochi, 2008) . Results presented by Noller and White (1990) indicated that couples who were able to openly discuss conflictual topics in a positive way experienced higher levels of relationship satisfaction than couples who withdrew or avoided conflict and who were more negative than positive during conflict (Smith et al., 2008) .
While these studies have found relationships between conflict communication styles and relationship satisfaction, it is important to note that one variable that was controlled in all of these studies was age. By contrast, the current study will evaluate whether or not age affects conflict communication and relationship satisfaction when combined with the length of the relationship.
Relationship Satisfaction
Satisfaction with the relationship is another complex variable that has been examined in numerous ways in previous studies. For instance, the impact of attachment styles in infancy on future adult relationship satisfaction has been explored by Banse (2004) who found a correlation between attachment style at infancy and later relationship satisfaction as an adult. Acitelli (1992) found that increased husband relationship awareness was indicative of increased relationship satisfaction for the couple as a whole, a finding that has been replicated by others (Byers, 2005; Cordova, 1993; Driver & Gottman, 2004) . Results presented by Kachadourian, Fincham, and Davila (2004) indicated that individuals who were willing to forgive their partners for transgressions were ultimately more satisfied with the relationship. Cramer (2002) examined conflict management behaviors and relationship satisfaction, finding that the lack of resolution during conflict was a primary determinant of relationship dissatisfaction whereas conflict avoidance appeared to play a much weaker role in determining overall relationship satisfaction (Cramer, 2002) . These findings suggest that the demand/withdraw pattern, which often leads to lack of resolution of the conflict, may significantly impact relationship satisfaction.
Gender and Relationship Satisfaction
One factor that is sometimes overlooked when studying relationship satisfaction is the perception of each member of the couple based upon their gender. Kirkpatrick and Davis (1994) examined the impact of gender roles on long-term relationship stability.
They found that the gender roles that were adopted had a direct impact on stability of the relationship, with traditional gender roles being indicative of stability. The stability of the relationship was measured by assessing the level of satisfaction reported by each member of the couple along with other measures of stability including attachment and length of the relationship (Kirkpatrick & Davis, 1994) . Rochlen and Mahalik (2004) examined women's perceptions of their male partners' gender roles and the influence that perception had on her relationship satisfaction. They found that the woman's perceptions were significantly related to her level of satisfaction with the relationship (Rochlen & Mahalik, 2004) . Burn and Ward (2005) examined men's conformity to the masculine role and relationship satisfaction. The more men conformed to traditional masculine roles the lower the level of relationship satisfaction reported by both the men and women in the relationship (Burn & Ward, 2005) . Based upon these studies it can be seen that gender differences directly impact relationship satisfaction within the couple.
Purpose and Hypotheses
The purpose of this study was to determine how length of relationship impacted conflict communication and relationship satisfaction. The significance of the study comes from the fact that length of time in a relationship is a characteristic of that is unchangeable. Determining how this variable affects conflict communication and relationship satisfaction could impact how practitioners help couples restructure unsatisfying relationships prior to relationship dissolution. Four hypotheses will be tested as part of the investigation: 1) length of relationship will positively affect the couples ability to communicate effectively about topics of conflict; 2) length of relationship will positively affect relationship satisfaction; 3) gender will positively affect the ability to communicate about conflict, with females being more likely to communicate regarding a problem in the relationship and less likely to withdraw than men; and 4) gender negatively affects relationship satisfaction with males reporting higher levels of relationship satisfaction than females.
Chapter 3: Method
Participants
The sample consisted of 64 heterosexual, cohabiting couples who were recruited through a notice in the Inside Iowa State online newsletter as well as through the Ames Tribune. The oldest participant was born in 1927 and the youngest in 1984. The couple with the longest relationship had been together for 53 years whereas the shortest reported relationship length was six months. The number of children each couple had ranged from zero to six with the age of the children ranging from infants to middle-aged adults.
Demographic Characteristics
Demographic characteristics of participants through a series of questions on the original survey as can be seen in the Appendix. Information regarding income was collected on an individual basis where each partner was asked about his or her income independent of their partner. Individuals indicated their income using a variety of categories that ranged from "Less than $10,000" to "greater than $70,000." Follow-up questions related to income asked whether the partner's income was greater than, less than, or equal to the respondent's income. Information regarding religion, ethnicity, and marital status were gathered separately from each member of the couple. The number, age, and gender of the children were also indicated separately by each member of the couple; the participants also indicated their relationship to each of the children. Length during a discussion of a relationship problem, and (c) after a discussion of a relationship problem" (Heavey et al., 1996, p. 796 ) that was originally created by Christiansen and Sullaway (1984) . The questions are answered using a 9 point Likert-type scale that ranges from "Very Unlikely" to "Very Likely" (Heavey et al., 1996) . Christiansen and 
Procedure
This study used secondary data that were originally collected for a study examining power dynamics in daily processes and relationship satisfaction. Criteria for inclusion in the sample were simply that the couple must be cohabitating or married and involved in an intimate relationship with one another. Survey respondents, after seeing the advertising notices in the university or local paper, e-mailed or called the researchers and a time was arranged for the questionnaire to be completed. A limitation of these data is that all of the participants were self-selected individuals who received $30 for participating.
The survey contained questions regarding the division of labor in the household, communication regarding areas of conflict, relationship satisfaction, personality characteristics of self and partner, division of decision-making power, and demographic characteristics. Upon arrival at the research site participants were given the survey with the understanding that their partners would not see their responses to the questions. Each member of the couple was led to a separate room to complete the survey. Informed consent was obtained from participants prior to completing the survey.
Chapter 4: Results
Descriptive characteristics of participants are presented in Table 1 separately for the male and female members of the couples. On average participants reported an average income between $30,000 to $40,000 for each member of the couple. On average males were approximately one year older than their partners. Male and female partners did not necessarily describe their marital status identically; 53 females and 58 males described themselves as being married. Fifty-nine females (92%) and 62 males (97%) described themselves as Caucasian, and 51 females (80%) and 49 males (77%) described themselves as being Christian. On average participants reported 1.6 children in the family, although three couples were not in agreement regarding the number of children in the family.
There was a small difference between male (M = . The correlations among the relationship variables (i.e., length of relationship, CPQ, and DAS) and between these variables and the demographic variables are presented in Table 2 separately for male and female members of the couple. The strongest relationship was found between the CPQ and the DAS for both men and women, with higher scores on the Communication Pattern Questionnaire Demand/Withdraw subscale being associated with lower scores on the Dyadic Adjustment Satisfaction Scale. Length of relationship was significantly related to scores on the CPQ for men but not for women.
We predicted that length of relationship would be positively related to the couple's ability to communicate effectively about topics of conflict. These results indicate support for this prediction for male but not for female members of the couple.
Prediction of Relationship Satisfaction
Hierarchical regressions analyses using the demographic and relationship characteristics as well as the measure of communication to predict relationship satisfaction were conducted separately for male and female members of the couple. Tables 3 and 4 The results for male members of the couples were nearly identical to the findings for females. For males the demographic variables that were entered in Model 1 were as a group non-significant predictors of relationship satisfaction, F (5,56) = 1.70, p = .15.
None of the individual predictor variables were found to be statistically significant predictors. As was true for females length of the relationship was not a significant predictor of satisfaction. The communication variable was a highly significant predictor of relationship satisfaction, accounting for18% of the variance in satisfaction after controlling for the other predictor variables. Once again high scores on the communication measure were associated with lower levels of relationship satisfaction.
Chapter 5: Discussion
Results of the analyses indicated a significant relationship between responses to the communication patterns questionnaire and overall relationship satisfaction for both male and female members of the couple. These results are consistent with our hypotheses. By contrast, there was no significant relationship between length of relationship and relationship satisfaction for either male or female members of the couple, which contradicted our hypotheses. One possible explanation for these results is that the relationship between length of relationship and relationship satisfaction, with the highest levels of satisfaction being reported by individuals prior to having children (i.e., early in the relationship) and following children moving out of the home (i.e., later in the relationship). Analyses were also conducted testing for a non-linear relationship between length of the relationship and satisfaction, with the results indicating that there was no significant quadratic or cubic relationship between these two variables.
Based upon the analyses, it is apparent that the impact length of relationship has on overall relationship satisfaction is minimal. However, length of relationship does impact male perceptions of the occurrence of the demand/withdraw pattern when working through conflict. This result suggests that length of relationship may affect relationship satisfaction indirectly by affecting conflict communication for men but not for women. Possible reasons for the lack of a significant relationship between length of relationship and relationship satisfaction could be related to the small sample size, the generational differences between sample participants, the number of children still in the home with a large number of participants, or because the amount of demand/withdraw interactions that are present in younger couples may be counterbalanced by the lack of demand/withdraw interactions in the older participants.
The present findings clearly indicate that the ability to communicate regarding conflict in the relationship is an important determinant of relationship satisfaction.
Previous research has also indicated that the resolution of conflict is directly related to how satisfied each partner is with the relationship (Heavey, Larson, Zumtobel & Christensen, 1996; Kurdek, 1994; Gottman & Krokoff, 1989; Noller & White, 1990 ).
Length of relationship does play a factor in how well males communicate during conflict.
However, the strength of the relationship is not strong enough to indicate that it is a cause or even a primary component of conflict communication. Additional analyses were conducted to determine if any of the demographic variables or length of relationship were significant predictors of conflict communication, with none of these variables were significant predictors of conflict communication.
Some interesting discrepancies were found involving the association between length of relationship and number of children for male and female members of the couple. As noted previously, three couples did not agree on the number of children in the family and 33 of the couples were not in agreement regarding the length of the relationship, with the discrepancies varying from one month to three years. It is likely that many of these discrepancies come from disagreement as to how to define when the relationship began (i.e., did the relationship begin when the couple began dating or does cohabiting represent the initiation of the relationship). One limitation of this research involves the analysis of the relationships among these variables separately for male and female members of couple. Separate analyses for males and females were conducted due to possible non-independence of data from members of the same couple. Future research should conduct analyses using methods such as multilevel regression analysis that will permit taking into account the nonindependence of the data collected from the two members of the couple. These methods of analysis would permit a direct examination of whether or not the relationships among these variables (e.g., communication patterns and relationship satisfaction) vary by gender. Another limitation of this study is the self-selected nature of the participants. It is possible that only happy couples volunteered to participate in the investigation.
Participants volunteered to participate in the study knowing that a small financial stipend would be paid to each member of the couple. Also, all of the participants were Iowans which is reflected in the lack of diversity of the sample. As a result the data may be biased due to the demographic characteristics of the couples who volunteered to participate.
In conclusion, the results of this study indicate that the pattern of communication The following are questions concerning yourself and your current relationship. Please respond to them using the scales provided. If you are not sure if an item pertains to you or your partner, please estimate your answer. Please be as forthright as possible on all of your answers. How often do you or your partner leave the house after a fight? _____ 3.
In general, how often do you think that things between you and your partner are going well? _____ 4. Do you confide in your mate? _____ 5. Do you ever regret that you entered into this relationship (or lived together)? _____ 6.
How often do you and your partner quarrel? It would be nice if it succeeded, but I refuse to do any more than I am doing now to keep the relationship going. 0
My relationship can never succeed, and there is no more that I can do to keep the relationship going.
Below is a list of problems and complaints that people sometimes have. Please answer each item as carefully and accurately as you can by placing a number by each one which shows how much discomfort that problem has caused you during the last 2 weeks. Please be sure to answer all the questions using the following scale: Feel free to select one of these or one of your own. Please write down the issue you choose in the space below and then answer the following questions about that topic.
Issue/Problem: __________________________________________________________
We are interested in how you and your partner typically deal with this problem in your relationship. Please rate each item on a scale of 1 (= very unlikely) to 9 (= very likely).
Very
Very Unlikely Likely 8. I pressure, nag, or demand while my partner 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 withdraws, becomes silent, or refuses to discuss the matter further.
9. My partner pressures, nags, or demands while I 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 withdraw, become silent, or refuse to discuss the matter further.
10. I criticize while my partner defends himself/herself. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 11. My partner criticizes while I defend myself. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Please fill in the blank or circle the response that best fills in the blank for the following questions about you. 
